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Introduction

This research project aimed to develop better understanding of the different attributes that
practitioners perceive to act as a barrier to outdoor learning within their educational
environment. From further reading, common themes will be identified alongside potential
factors that can contribute to develop finer implementation. The rationale for this research
focus was due to the prevalence of outdoor learning currently within Wales and throughout
the Welsh Curriculum (2022). As a student teacher, it is essential to have a comprehensive
understanding of what outdoor learning looks like withing educational settings in Wales to
provide adequate practice and align with national missions such as the Well-being of
Future Generations Act (2015). Being able to effectively implement outdoor learning within

practice is a powerful tool to acquire and is essential within education today.

The research conducted for the study was taken from an urban setting within South Wales.
The research took place within an English medium primary school for children ages three
to eleven years old, however research was taken from practitioners currently working in
nursery up to year two. Throughout the piece, the aim is to understand from practitioners'

perspectives what factors may prevent or interrupt outdoor learning.

Literature Overview

Play within the early years is a pertinent element of a child’s education (lrvin, 2017). It
contributes to the holistic development of the child and research supports its active role in
brain development (Siviy, 2016). Both directed and undirected play is advantageous to
learners however undirected play specifically is proven to activate the whole neocortex of
the brain where learners develop their complex problem-solving skills, decision making
skills and their emotional intelligence (Siviy, 2016). The Curriculum for Wales (2022)
recognises the significance of play-based pedagogy’s and therefore is embedded

throughout the guidance. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that there are other



contributing factors to the success of play-based learning such as careful planning and
preparation (Rumbold, 1990). It is clear that play is advantageous within early years, and
when combining play with the outdoors, the advantages extend (The Welsh Government,
2008). The outdoors enhances play and experiential learning experiences due to the
uniqueness of the environment and providing authentic and engaging experiences (Welsh

Government, 2023).

Other advocates for the effectiveness of outdoor learning include a range of theoretical
perspectives. Piaget’s constructivism theory (1973) promotes hands on learning
experience and environmental interactions (Triantafyllou, 2022). Through outdoor learning,
learners are supplied with chance for exploration and observation through direct
experience, therefore enhancing skills such as critical thinking and problem solving,
developing their overall cognitive abilities through active construction (Fosnot, 2013).
Furthermore, Kolb’s experiential learning theory (1984) highlights the importance of active
engagement in concrete experience and experimentation. The theory suggests that
outdoor learning is a powerful approach to form abstract concepts and apply their
knowledge fostering holistic development (Kolb et al., 1999). There is also the
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological system theory (1979) which emphasise the importance of the
environment and the connection, and influence between the environment and the
individual which is promoted through outdoor learning. This allows for a deeper
understanding of their ecological surroundings and fostering connections and

responsibility within the natural world (Guy-Evans, 2024).

While there are great benefits from outdoor exposure to academic outcomes, there are
also significant benefits to mental and physical health (Twohig-Bennett and Jones, 2018).
Outdoor learning has been proven to develop social skills, confidence in learners,
resilience and independence, all leading to an increase in mental health (Gustafsson et al.,
2012). Freedom within the environment also allows for development of physical health
along with balance, co-ordination and agility (Nidirect, 2018). These both are crucial areas

for development according to the NHS (n.d.) who recorded that due to the Covid-19



pandemic, children’s emotional well-being has declined along with reduced physical

activity.

The Curriculum for Wales (2022) promotes free flow within early years environments to
accentuate learning experiences. However, Estyn (2023) notes that the most common
barrier to outdoor learning is the absence of opportunities presented to learners. It has
been recorded that practitioners are hesitant to transform pedagogy and fully implement
outdoor learning for various reasons, one of which is education around and confidence in
own practice (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2011 and Natural England, 2016). Teachers
have expressed concerns about meeting the curriculum via the outdoors environment and
completing assessments (Patchen et al., 2022). It has been recorded that more than eight
of ten practitioners would prefer to take learning outdoors however do not due to the
curriculum pressure (Edwards, 2022). While being outdoors is naturally valuable; to reap
full benefit, practitioners need adequate training to utilise and effectively supply outdoor
experiences (Barrable, Touloumakos and Lapere, 2020). In 2011, Estyn reported that most
settings are not developing reading, writing, ICT, creative skills and cultural diversity
through adequate outdoor use. However, it is important to note that the evidence from
Estyn is not up-to current date and is not accurate to education within 2023. By providing
professional development opportunities, practitioners can be educated and supplied with
confidence to lead, effectively manage and overcome barriers to outdoor learning (Welsh
Government, 2023). However, due to the current funding crisis within education in Wales
and the increase of living, this can result in inconsistency across educational settings and
therefore impacting the opportunities presented to teachers and learners (National

Education Union, 2023).

Other barriers were noticed to come into play as a concern within outdoor learning. From
limited access to safety concerns, practitioners express their concerns around urban
settings with limited outdoor access and resources, and the welfare of the children when
exposed to the outdoor setting (Waite, n.d.). Physical barriers also included access to
appropriate resources to account for weather conditions. Due to financial constraints both

within educational settings as well as at the learner's home’s, some learners are not



dressed appropriately for changing weather conditions, and the school is unable to fund
resources as an alternative, therefore meaning itisn't always able to go outdoors (Kings
College London, 2010). Financial constraints come largely into play within supplying
schools with adequate resources to supply practitioners with the ability to effectively
implement outdoor learning. However, the Welsh Government (2009) suggests that
regardless of available resources, practitioners are able to adapt to overcome barriers with
increased motivation (Guerra, Villa and Glaveanu, 2020). There were also social barriers
such as cultural attitudes and lack of support from parents/carers and staff in the
education setting as well as psychological barriers in terms of risk taking and the

perception of academic value within outdoor settings (Van Dijk-Wesselius et al., 2020).

Explanation of the Case Study

Case study research is a qualitative method involving in-depth exploration and analysis of
specific subjects (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). It includes collecting data through different
methods to give a comprehensive understanding of the specific subject case (Priya, 2020).
The main aim of a case study is to gain a greater in-depth understanding of the subject,
allowing researchers to explore real-life contexts, examine phenomena and generate rich,
detailed insights (Gerring, 2004). Case study research is an advantageous approach to take
as it allows you to explore specific and unique cases, to give a detailed analysis and
contribute to existing knowledge within the subject field (Crowe et al., 2019). There is also
a limitation to the ability to broaden use of the findings due to the specific focus (Sage,
2011). This can also be the case where researchers can potentially be biased within their
data interpretation and therefore affect the objectivity of the study (Mendez-Sanchez, 2022).
More specifically, within education, case studies are often a suitable approach to explore
and measure impact to inform future practice and plan next steps (Cain, 2019). However, it
is important to note that in order to gage this level of understanding and knowledge around
the subject, it can be a time-consuming task (Herfors, 2016). Case study research often
requires a significant amount of time to both collect and then analyse the collected data. It

is crucial that data collection is ethical and thorough to ensure that the data gathered is



accurate, rich, detailed and informative (Resnik, 2020). It is also important to consider the
variables within the research to identify cause-and-effect relationships, however usually
within case studies, the variables are difficult to manage and therefore these relationships

cannot always be identified (Sage, 2011).

Specifically in relation to this case study, the participants have been selected from a
primary school setting within South Wales, United Kingdom and all qualified teachers
within the setting have been given the opportunity to voluntarily participate. This target
audience was developed from the primary target of the research. There is a requirement for
qualified and professional teachers who have understanding and experience within the
subject area. The exclusion criteria for the case study included anyone that did not want to
participate in the study. In gathering the participants, a non-probability sampling technique
based on convenience was used. Convenience sampling consists of selecting participants
that best fit the criteria of the researcher who is available to participate (Golzar and Tajik,
2022). This was suitable for the research study as participants were easily and conveniently
accessed and was used to gather views and opinions of a small group of members as

opposed to a greater population (Vehovar et al, 2016 and Jager, 2017).

Research Methods

This study required a qualitative design to investigate a range of perspectives, opinions and
knowledge from contributors for greater understanding of the perceived barriers.
Qualitative data is specifically useful to gather thoughts and feelings from participants to
develop an understanding of perspectives and experiences (Sutton and Austin, 2015). This
type of data can supply researchers with greater depth and explanation as it is not numeric
and is language based (National Library of Medicine, n.d.). A qualitative design was
appropriate to the study as its aim was to explore the viewpoints of participants at a local
level, identify any common themes throughout the data as well as in comparison to current
literature. The instruments adopted for qualitative data collection within this study

included questionnaires and interviews.



Questionnaires were used to gather data from respondents based on their personal views
on the specific theme (Sapsford, 1999). The questionnaire is designed around the chosen
topic, including a range of both open and closed questions (Lavrakas, 2011). This allows
for deeper exploration of the practitioner's experiences and opinions of the barriers that
they come face-to-face with in their own practice. There is a clear focus within the
questions to ensure that the aim of exploring the topic and reaching the research aim (NHS
England, 2018). This case study contained an online questionnaire for practitioners within
the primary setting, aimed to allow practitioners to complete anonymously giving their true
experiences with comfortability. By using an online platform to create and share the
questionnaires, it can easily be distributed to the respondents who fit the inclusion criteria
(Regmi et al., 2016). All questions within the questionnaire were created through a
thematic analysis of the literature to create a thorough knowledge, due to this, a qualitative

method is the primary employed strategy.

Using questionnaires as an instrument for data collection can be advantageous for several
reasons. One of which includes the pace of responses from participants. Questionnaires
are a cost-effective way to gather data whilst retaining respondents' anonymity (Boynton
and Greenhalgh, 2004). Questionnaires are also beneficial to upholding the validity of the
data gathered. By providing opportunities to complete anonymous questionnaires,
participant pressure is eliminated and therefore responses can be more honest and not
influenced by what respondents feel is the desired answer or feel a victim of judgement
(Rowley, 2014). During this study, participants include practitioners from a primary school
setting, however data responses will not be identifiable. Research has shown that
dishonest responses and bias are inclined when researchers are present at the time of
completion (Heal & Sigelman, 1995). As the questionnaires are presented online,
distribution is convenient and allows for straightforward data analysis, data presentation
and visualisation (Sage, 2011). There is also the option to use both closed and open
questioning throughout, in this specific study, a mix of both has been used to allow for
elaboration without restriction to give context where needed, as well as retrieving desired

and more specific answers with closed questions (Hyman & Sierra, 2016).



The second method used to collect data was interviews. Interviews were conducted within
this study to allow for open dialogue and free guidance in discussion with practitioners
(Jamshed, 2014). This approach is another that allows for exploration and insight into
people's perceptions, understandings and experiences (Frances, Coughlan and Patricia,
2009). More specifically, semi-structured interviews were chosen to give flexibility in data
collection for adaptation where required (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). One
disadvantage of questionnaires is that responses cannot be followed for further
exploration, whereas with interviews, responses can allow for re-direction and greater
depth of understanding (Artino et al., 2014). There is also the possibility to probe and clarify
responses with this tailored effect (Robinson, 2023). There is also the ability to build a
professional rapport with the respondents by taking this approach, which can lead to trust
and develop responses. However, on the other hand, this can also result in a dip in validity
due to the pressure and influence from the present researcher (Coleman, 2021). When
conducting interviews, it is important to understand that for effective data collection, the
researcher requires skill and knowledge (Frances, Coughlan and Patricia, 2009). This is
also a more time-consuming process to carry out depending on the sample size being
used. Within this specific case study, due to a small sample size, it was manageable and
insightful to carry out. When conducting and transcribing interviews, a considerable

amount of time is taken in addition to preparing and carrying them out.

Despite the disadvantages of both methods to gather data, both instruments are able to
provide valuable data and give adequate insight to the practitioner's experiences and
opinions of the barriers that they come up against within day-to-day practice in their
setting when carefully considered and used appropriately. Both methods of data collection
are suitable for the case study by allowing respondents to be open in sharing whilst giving
them opportunity to comfortably and anonymously respond. The reliability of the data is
dependent on each individual participating however different feelings and opportunities
have been considered in planning, such as confidence, validity, open and closed questions
and probing opportunities for concrete understanding and interpretation. In planning and

carrying out both questionnaires and interviews, the aim to achieve greater insight within



the local community setting, involving a range of aged and experienced practitioners, from
newly qualified to over ten years of teaching, chosen through convenient selection, plays
into the quality of the data. Both the questionnaire and interview schedule can be referred

to within appendices B and C.

This data gathered for this case study is dependent on the social context of the setting,
including the access to outdoors, resources and personal circumstances of the setting
such as the curriculum followed in accordance with the Curriculum for Wales (2022)
guidance. This study aligns with the interpretivism paradigm, meaning that the data is
influenced by its surrounding factors. This paradigm approach seeks to comprehend rather
than establish the total truth, considering social context while producing and influencing
results (Ryan, 2018). The basis of interpretivism is that it is socially constructed, and
knowledge is developed via comprehension and experience, therefore each will be unique.
This approach depends on comprehending and investigating the subject matter to

generate and compile data to obtain high-quality knowledge (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).

Analysis and Data

As the data gathered for the study was qualitative, the analytic approach used was
thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a method used to discover patterns within data,
often used within relation to qualitative data (Nowell et al, 2017). This is done after the
qualitative data collection has occurred, it is then carefully read through to identify key
themes that emerge and patterns between that occur throughout (Dawadi, 2020). This will
be done through open coding to summarise. This approach offers a methodical technique

for evaluating qualitative data, guaranteeing accuracy and transparency (Dawadi, 2020).

Thematic analysis is a flexible approach which allows the researcher to explore a wide
scope in both small and large-scale studies. It is a suitable method to use when analysing
rich and detailed data as it allows the researcher to gain a deep and comprehensive
understanding of participants' experiences and perspectives before categorising into

relevant themes and then recognising and trends throughout (Vaismoradi, Turunen and



Bondas, 2013). Within this case study's context, overarching themes will be recorded
throughout the data analysis process and due to the participants having similar setting
context, trends may occur. When conducting thematic analysis, it is important to carefully
categorise themes from reading to avoid bias in interpretation (Roberts, Dowell and Nie,
2019). Using interviews as a research method participates in overcoming biases to gather
true meaning of practitioner's responses through dialogue and probing. This analysis can

be time consuming, however due to the small sample size, itis manageable.

During analysis of the case study, when open coding to summarise, common themes were
distinguished and then all was reviewed to ensure none were missed. These themes were
given headings to easily categorise and identify for further analysis to avoid any bias or
misinterpretation. These categories can then be applied to the topic to understand their
relationship and importance in what barriers practitioners are facing within the setting and

maybe within the wider community (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017).

Ethical Considerations

This study was granted ethical approval by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s
Ethics Board on the twenty-fourth of April 2024. Within the application form the four
principles were considered and addressed, these included harm, anonymity, deception
and informed consent. It was assured throughout that participants and respondents were
at no personal or professional risk and all data will be kept anonymous during collection to
avoid any risk of personal data exposure. All participants are within their right to access
any personal information and contact the researcher with any queries they may have. They
are also able to withdraw from collection, object to and erase or restrict the use of their
data being processed at any time. All data handled will be managed in accordance with the
GDPR Law (2018). Data will be stored on a password protected university laptop until the
degree award is confirmed and then it will be disposed of indefinitely. All data gathered will

be processed and included within the final document with all sensitive data anonymized,



the final document will be available to participants upon completion at request of the

designated person.

Results and Analysis

In analysing the collected data, the researcher identified key themes within the responses.
Several practitioners identified common key factors that act as barriers within
implementing outdoor learning. The themes identified from the data collected are as

follows: weather conditions, limited timing, and lack of resources and support.

Weather Conditions

Data collected from the questionnaires sent out by the researcher show that practitioners
recognise and value the importance of outdoor play and learning throughout the setting
and do have access to outdoor learning environments available within the setting. All
respondents stated that there is no free flow between the indoor and outdoor classroom,
however all give regular access conditionally. This of which is planned for each week
alongside free-time access. During interviews, these safety concerns were discussed
further to uncover a deeper meaning. In the dialogue, nearly all participants commented
on the weather affecting access, especially during winter months. However, within the
Welsh Assembly Government Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009), weather conditions are
referred to as ‘special stimuli’ which enhances learners experiences in authentic contexts
and being outdoors in weather conditions such as rain can create robust learner (Bento and
Dias, 2017). One practitioner during interviews elaborated expressing how they did not
have the resources to use the outdoor environment within poor weather conditions and
that ‘parents would be unhappy if their children were sat soaking wet and cold all day in
our care’ due to inappropriate clothing, and explained that to request this from parents
within a cost of living crisis would be ‘unfair’. Estyn (2023) explains that outdoor play

should be encouraged regardless of weather and encourages practitioners to supply
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children with appropriate clothing to allow for play within inclement weather conditions.
However, where funding is not available to retrieve resources within the school,
suggestions from the Outdoor Learning handbook suggest’s requesting for donations
within the local community and parents (Welsh Government, 2009). The data collected
suggests that this is the most common barrier that they experience and yet itis an
uncontrollable variable. Relevant literature suggests that this is a widespread issue

experienced by practitioners and settings across the United Kingdom.

Limited Timing

Limited timing was an element recorded from just over half of the respondents however
not all recorded this. Under half of the participants recorded that they felt pressure from
the curriculum to ensure the learners were transitioning throughout their education with
adequate knowledge and therefore would primarily focus on subject coverage within the
classroom. During interviews, practitioners A and D explained how there were some topics
that they found difficult to cover outside and would be more suitable in other
environments, giving one example of learning about money in shops would be a greater
benefit than outdoors. Maynard et al (2013) expresses that ‘real work’ is classroom based
however the data suggests that this is not the belief within this setting. The practitioners
see beyond the classroom, however, are experiencing difficulty in integrating the pedagogy
with curriculum aims and outcomes. In addressing time constraints within day-to-day
activities in classrooms, it is important to set realistic opportunities for outdoor play and
learning. Factoring in time from play and lunch and building upon this throughout the day
where they may have reward times with free-flow option, or taking the learning to the
outdoors by planning carefully will benefit learners holistically. Spending twenty minutes
outdoors is proven to impact learners stress levels (Harman, 2024). Practitioners and
planning are key elements to success in both indoor and outdoor learning and this is
important to factor into preparation as opposed to learners only being exposed to the

outdoors during playtime and lunch (NASUWT, 2023).
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Lack of resources and support

In analysing data, every practitioner recorded different barriers that involved resource and
support in the implementation of outdoor learning. Problems within relation to outdoor
access, materials and training were noted. Practitioners included that they saw certain
resources as an asset to outdoor learning however did not have easy access to them. In
interviews, practitioners explained that some classes shared outdoor areas and
scheduling for use was a common problem within the setting and that adequate training
wasn’t available for practitioners. When conducting interviews, a common theme arose
where newly trained practitioners in the setting expressed their confidence in leading
outdoor learning. In 2005 it was recorded that teacher training (ITE) did not supply new
teachers with the confidence to lead outdoor learning, however this is not reflected within
the case study (House of Commons, 2005). This implies that since 2005, the ITE has
developed this area of teaching and learning, however this is not supported by evidence.
This information was also taken from England however this case study is based within
South Wales and is important to recognise. Within the literature review, reductions in
funding across schools within Wales were discussed and could potentially impact the
training available to practitioners. In 2021, it was found in England that school's
professional development opportunities had decreased by over forty percent since 2018

(Hannay, 2022).

There was also discussion around lack of access to materials and equipment and lack of
funding for these to be put into place. Due to them being within an urban setting, data
records that more than one practitioner referred to their outdoors as a ‘concrete jungle’
with a nature deprived environment for students to explore. Literature around these
barriers suggests the need to be creative in order to demolish these barriers (Mackenzie
and Carolan, 2019). However, tarmac is recorded to have a wealth of opportunities for
learners and should be embraced, from sensory experiences to developing writing skills
there is opportunity to utilize the environment using free and basic resources from the

classroom (Welsh Government, 2009). Within Wales, there is also a large focus on
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developing partnerships with the local community to develop teaching and learning.
Reaching out to the school's community links can improve outdoor provision through
collaboration. Community engagement is proven to strengthen teaching and learning
experiences and provide greater opportunities (Welsh Government, 2023a). A small
percentage of the respondents included that they repurpose and share materials and ideas
throughout their phases in order to try and overcome these barriers, however felt it wasn’t
enough and hindered planning. Theorists such as Montessori support using natural
materials such as wood, acorns and other natural materials to develop learners' senses
and provide open ended activities (Kuemerle , 2019). These resources can be gathered

from local areas and used within the settings outdoor area.

During the analysis, it was discovered that outdoor learning and the benefits are
recognised throughout the setting and Welsh policy is adhered to within the setting.
However, there are several barriers that they face day-to-day within their current
environment. Practitioners stated these barriers above to be the most prevalent within
their practice and barriers that they found re-occurred. The main finding throughout the
data was that several barriers that practitioners experienced could potentially be removed
with additional funding to support and resource outdoor learning within the setting.
Another contributing factor that literature suggests could help to break down barriers is
careful planning and collaboration within the school and wider community. Literature has
suggestions to attempt to tackle the barriers in place. However, surrounding literature has
made it apparent that these barriers are experienced in the wider country as opposed to

just within South Wales.

Conclusion

Although the study is based on a small sample and therefore has limitations, the data
produced provided an accurate insight to the settings barriers to outdoor learning. It is
important to recognise the current prevalence of outdoor learning within Wales and

throughout the Curriculum for Wales (2022). Therefore, it is possible that settings would
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avoid negative discussion around their provision or setting to avoid any negative
association or damage to their reputation. Alongside this, practitioners may also be
mindful of protecting their professional reputation by disclosing any negative relations.
Although themes discussed disclosed barriers within the setting, it is possible that others
were not disclosed purposefully, and the researcher was aware of this throughout the case
study. To avoid this, questionnaires were kept anonymous to protect respondents and aid
them in giving accurate data. Going forwards, to improve the study limitations have been
recongised. The participant sample could have been extended to include teaching
assistants, which would have given a broader understanding. As stated above, practitioner
engagement is crucial to successful outdoor learning and by involving teaching assistants
within the questionnaire process, the practitioners who are also alongside learners day-to-

day could have provided more of an in-depth understanding.

Overall, the findings support that practitioners follow current policy within Wales and hold
adequate knowledge to implementation within their setting, trying to overcome barriers
that they face each day. While there is clear evidence that outdoor learning is valued within
the setting, there is also lack of confidence in practitioners leading it. Going forwards, it is
important to recognise the elements that create a quality outdoor learning environment
and how to utilise current resources to do this. This can be achieved throughout
professional development; a suggestion would be to share expertise around the setting via
adds sessions and invest time in developing the outdoor areas in partnership with the
community. Teaching assistants were not included within the study but due to the
importance of the practitioner in outdoor learning, it would also be beneficial to support
their professional development alongside teachers (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).
Patchen et al (2022) states that lack of education around outdoor learning can create a
barrier to outdoor learning itself and therefore it is crucial that practitioners are made
aware of the significance of outdoor learning for both themselves and learners. To further
support outdoor provision and its significance of frequent outdoor exposure through

planning and creativity to tackle barriers.
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In Wales, the professional teaching standards place great emphasis on providing a
curriculum that develops learners to be ambitious and capable learners, enterprising and
creative contributors, ethical and informed citizens, and healthy and confident individuals.
This includes promoting holistic development, developing curiosity and increasing
learners' engagement within the natural world around them. Learning within Wales is all
about engaging in real-life authentic contexts for best outcomes and therefore
incorporating outdoor learning is an essential skill to develop as a student teacher to
integrate into planning, teaching and assessment (Welsh Government, 2022). This will
contribute to ensuring that outdoor learning is an integral part of the curriculum within

Wales.
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